The establishment of the departmental select committees in 1979 represented an attempt by the House of Commons to expose government to more systematic and more comprehensive scrutiny than had previously been possible. The Procedure Committee in its report proposing the new committee structure recommendedThere should be a reorganisation of the select committee structure to provide the House with the means of scrutinising the activities of the public service on a continuing and systematic basis.
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Over the twenty five years since, the House has consistently restructured the select committees to match changes in the structure of government departments. At the same time the structure has been extended to include a number of government departments which had not been covered originally.
In 1990, in its examination of a decade's experience of the new Committee system, the Procedure Committee concluded that 'the present Select Committee system has provided a far more rigorous systematic and comprehensive scrutiny of Ministers' actions and policies than anything which went before. This calls for more systematic scrutiny of proposals made. It is not intended to involve formal written or oral evidence as a matter of course, but to ensure that a Committee is at least apprised of proposals and has the opportunity to consider whether detailed scrutiny of them should form part of their programme of work.
Departments must ensure that Committees are informed directly of policy proposals and provided with the necessary documentation, rather than waiting to be asked. * * * * * * * * * * Task 2: To identify and examine areas of emerging policy, or where existing policy is deficient, and make proposals This calls for Committees to identify areas where, based on judgement of Members, views of others etc, a Committee inquiry would be worthwhile.
Ministers must be prepared to give proper consideration to policy proposals from committees. This may involve revision of the practice on instant reaction/rebuttal. * * * * * * * * * * Task 3: To conduct scrutiny of any published draft bill within the Committee's responsibilities This calls for Committees to commit time for necessary oral evidence and reporting, subject to its timetable for other inquiries.
Ministers must ensure that committees are warned early on the likely appearance of draft bills: must consult with committee chairmen on how they are to be handled: and must allow a decent time for committee consideration. * * * * * * * * * *
